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Introduction

Consumers’ decision strategies reflect the goals

they intend to achieve through the decision processes.

Among diverse goals for consumers, Bettman and his

colleagues (1998) proposed that consumers aim to

maximize the accuracy and justification of the decisions

and minimize their cognitive effort and negative

emotions associated with the decisions. These four

goals are referred to as the meta-goals of consumers

(Bettman et al., 1998). Even though the meta-goals are

widely cited in the marketing and consumer psychology

literature, the intriguing relationship among the goals

has yet to be determined (Drolet & Luce, 2004). In

particular, the current study is focused on investigating

issues related to the goal of minimizing cognitive effort.

We hypothesized that willingness to invest more

cognitive effort will vary across different types of

consumer products.

Method

Participants and Design.

 318 (148 Males, 170 Females; Mean age = 18.92)

students in introductory psychology courses at a

Midwestern university.

 5 (Types of Products) x 3 (Types of Decision

Strategies) within-subjects design.

5 product categories:

Cars

Electronics

Clothing

Personal hygiene products

Groceries

3 Decision Strategies:

Consideration of all five purchasing factors

Making trade-offs between five purchasing factors

Dependence on feelings/ emotions

Measures

 Degree of agreement on 7-point scales

(1: Disagree Very Strongly, 7: Agree Very Strongly)
When buying electronics (clothing, etc.), I consider

all five purchasing factors I listed above.

When buying electronics (clothing, etc.), I make trade-

offs between the purchasing factors.

When buying electronics (clothing, etc), I use different

strategies depending on how I feel.

Procedure.

Participants were asked to list five purchasing

factors in the order of importance at a given type of

product, followed by questions about their use of each

decision strategies.

Conclusions and Limitations

Current findings showed;

Consumers use more cognitively demanding decision

strategies when buying cars or electronics.

Consumers use more emotionally dependent strategy

when buying clothing or groceries.

An inverse relationship between the willingness to

invest more cognitive effort (e.g., consideration of all five

purchasing factors) and willingness to make decisions

based on emotions.

In addition, consideration of price as the most

important purchasing factor varied across product type,

which implies consumers will use the accuracy meta-

goal to a varying degree. Also it was assumed that

consideration of all purchasing factors and making trade-

offs required consumers to invest more cognitive effort

into the decision compared to dependence on emotions.

Since consumers used each strategy to a varying

degree depending on the product types, these results

suggest that the willingness to invest more cognitive

effort in their decisions will depend on the product

types.

Overall, our findings suggest that Bettman et

al.’s (1998) four meta-goals are interrelated factors

rather than independent. In particular, our current

study suggests an interaction between the meta-goals of

minimizing cognitive effort and maximizing accuracy of

the decision.

Furthermore, these results reflect consumers’

varying emphasis for the accuracy goal. One of the

limitations of our study should be addressed in the future

study. A possible confounding variable of the current

study could have been the wide variance of price within

the same product category (e.g., Laptop vs. mp3 player

for electronics). If this is regulated, we expect to find

some more systematic findings in our qualitative data.

Results

Open responses.

For the purpose of our study, we analyzed the first

purchasing factor provided by the participants. Though

there was variability, price was the most consistently

occurring purchasing factor across all five product

categories. Following are the most frequently occurred

purchasing factors within each product category.

Cars: Price (30.1%), Quality (19.3%), Brand (6.5%)

Electronics: Price (56%), Quality (16%), Brand (5.0%)

Clothing: Price (32.2%), Style and Appearance (24.8%)

Personal hygiene products: Price (30.1%), Scent (9.6%),

Brand (12.1%), Quality (12.1%)

Groceries: Price (38.8%), Quality (8.3%)

The qualitative data suggest that even though

consumers consider price as the most important purchasing

factor, the weights they place on each purchasing factors

(attributes) vary depending on the product type. This further

suggests that consumers’ use of WADD (weighted additive

strategy) or pursuit of accuracy meta-goal will vary

depending what they are about to purchase. This is further

supported by the responses from the remainder of our

survey.

Varying degrees of cognitive effort across different

consumer products: Which strategy is used the most?

The main effect for different types of strategies was

significant (F (1.54, 427.34) = 54.87, p< .05, η2=.17), and

the participants reported consideration of all five purchasing

factors as their most frequently used decision strategy.
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Results (Continued)

In particular, they reported they consider all five

purchasing factors 1) more than use of systematic trade-

offs (mean difference = .56, SE = .05, p< .05), and 2)

more than depending on emotions (mean difference =

.75, SE = .09, p< .05). Also, they used systematic

comparison more often than depending on emotions

(mean difference = .19, SE = .08, p< .05). However,

these differences were dependent on the type of product.

The main effect for type of product was also

significant (F (3.84, 1063.11) = 38.51, p< .05, η2 =.12).

Where is the interaction coming from?

We found variations in use of different strategies

across types of products. A significant interaction was

found between types of strategies and types of products

(F (6.49, 1796.51) = 62.49, p < .05, η2=.18). In the follow

up test of the simple effect, the usage of different

decision strategies was significantly different across all

five product categories (F (2, 554) = 138.12, 116.43,

3.89, 3.41, and 26.55 for cars, electronics, clothing,

personal hygiene, and groceries respectively. All the

results were significant at p < .05).

In simple comparisons, differences were found in all

types of product (see Table 1). In particular, for

electronics, participants indicated that they used all five

purchasing factors more than they used systematic

trade-offs, which was used to a greater degree than

emotional judgment (See Table 1). For clothing, on the

other hand, they used all five purchasing factors more

than they used systematic trade-offs, but did not show

any differences in any other use of strategies.
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Figure 1. Use of different decision strategies at a given type of product 

Decision Strategies
(Use of all five purchasing factors (1)

Use of systematic trade-offs (2)

Dependence on emotions (3)

Mean 

Difference 

SE

Car 1 2 .75* .11

3 2.26* .16

2 3 1.51* .14

Electronics 1 2 1.01* .96

3 1.81* .13

2 3 .79* .13

Clothing 1 2 .34* .11

3 .10 .14

2 3 -.24 .12

Personal 

Hygiene

1 2 .33* .11

3 .15 .14

2 3 -.18 .13

Groceries 1 2 .35* .09

3 -.57* .15

2 3 -.92* .13

Table 1.  Difference in use of each decision strategies at a given type of product

NOTE: * is significant at p < .05


